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TH E M A K IN G  O F A  H O BBIT T O L K IE N 'S  
T A N T A L I Z I N G  N A R R A T I V E  T E C H N I Q U E
STEVEN C. WALKER
No r e c e n t  w r i t e r  h a s  b e e n  m ore e x t r a v a g a n t ly  p r a is e d  
th a n  J .R .R . T o lk ie n . T he L o rd  o f  th e  R in g s  h a s  b e e n  com ­
p a re d  b y  a p p a r e n t ly  s e r io u s  c r i t i c s  w ith  th e  P ro s e  E d d a , w ith  
G e n e s is , w ith  A r io s to ,  M a lo ry , a n d  S p e n s e r .1  Some th in k  " i t s  
c o n g e n e rs  a r e  . . . G ilg a m e sh  . . . th e  A e n e id  . . . C h an so n  
d e R o la n d  . . . B e o w u lf."2 O th e rs  s e e  i t  " c lo s e r  to  th e  
O d y sse y , D iv in e  C om edy, P a r a d is e  L o s t , o r  F a u s t . " 3  M oder­
n i s t s  f i n d  T o lk ie n  " a s  g o o d  a s  W ar a n d  P e a c e , "  " S p e n g le r ia n ," 
" in  th e  r a n k s  w ith  E l i o t , "  lo c a te d  i n  s u p e r l a t i v e  l i t e r a r y  
p ro m in e n c e  "so m ew h e re  b e tw e e n  D ic k e n s  a n d  W o rd sw o rth "— a  
p o s i t io n  v a r io u s ly  p in p o in te d  a s  a r t i s t i c  in tim a c y  w ith  
B la k e , C o le r id g e , K e a ts , S h e lle y , B ro w n in g , T e n n y so n ,
A rn o ld .4  T o l k i e n 's  f i c t i o n  h a s  re m in d e d  r e a d e r s  o f  C h a u c e r 
a n d  S h a k e s p e a re , o f  V e rd i a n d  W ag n er, o f  W ild e  a n d  P o u n d , o f  
M e lv ille  a n d  P r o u s t  a n d  C e rv a n te s  a n d  F a u lk n e r  a n d  M arlow e 
a n d  H e n ry  Ja m e s  a n d  W hitm an a n d  K a fk a  a n d  A u g u s tin e  a n d  D .H . 
L aw ren ce  a n d  D e fo e  a n d  Jam e s J o y c e — i t  "m ay s u r p a s s  J o y c e 's  
m ore r a d i c a l  w o rk ." 5  T o lk ie n 's  f i c t i o n  h a s  a l s o  re m in d e d  
r e a d e r s  o f  Ja m e s  B o n d , B uck  R o g e rs , Tom S w if t , P e te r  R a b b it, 
a n d  " th e  e x c r u c i a t in g  c u te n e s s e s  o f  W a lt D is n e y ." 6
T o l k i e n 's  f i c t i o n  e x c i t e s  p a s s io n a t e ly  d iv e r g e n t  r e a c ­
t i o n s .  I  s u g g e s t  t h a t  th o s e  r e a c t i o n s ,  c o n t r a d ic to r y  a s  
th e y  a r e ,  p ro v e  n e i t h e r  i n s a n i ty  o n  th e  p a r t  o f  a d u la te r s  
n o r  i n s e n s i t i v i t y  o n  th e  p a r t  o f  r e v i l e r s  o f  T he L o rd  o f  th e  
R in g s . R a th e r , th e  d iv e r g e n t  e n th u s ia s m s  r e f l e c t  a  v i t a l  
q u a l i t y  o f  th e  w o rk  i t s e l f :  t h i s  f i c t i o n  i s  to  a n  u n u s u a l
d e g re e  a u d ie n c e - c e n te r e d . In v o lv in g  th e  r e a d e r  in  th e  v e ry  
p ro c e s s  o f  c r e a t i o n ,  T o lk ie n  d e l i b e r a t e l y  s t im u la te s  r e s p o n s e  
w h ic h  i s  a s  i n d iv id u a l  a s  i t  i s  i n t e n s e .  He d e s ig n s  f i c t i o n  
t h a t  p ro v o k e s  r e a d e r s  to  r e a c t  p e r s o n a l l y ,  e v e n  id io s y n -  
c r a t i c a l l y .  T o lk ie n  m an ag es t h a t  i n v i t a t i o n  to  in d iv id u a l  
r e a c t io n  th ro u g h  a  c o m p le x  a r r a y  o f  in g e n io u s  l i t e r a r y  
e n tic e m e n ts , b u t  h i s  te c h n iq u e  i s  a t  b a s e  a  s im p le  m a tte r  o f  
a l lo y in g  v iv id n e s s  w ith  s k e tc h in e s s .  H is  f i c t i o n  i s  p u rp o s e ­
f u l l y  f r a g m e n ta r y , a n  o u t l in e  h ig h l ig h te d  b y  ta n g ib le  d e t a i l s  
p a t te r n e d  to  p ro v o k e  r e a d e r s  to  f i l l  i n  i t s  b la n k s .
T o lk ie n 's  c a r e f u l l y  w ro u g h t in c o m p le te n e s s  l u r e s  th e  r e a d e r  
in to  p e r s o n a l  in v o lv e m e n t in  th e  c r e a t i o n .
T ak e  h i s  h o b b i t s ,  f o r  e x a m p le . I n  th e  P ro lo g u e  to  T he 
L o rd  o f  th e  R in g s , T o lk ie n  o u t l i n e s  h o b b i t  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  
in  w h a t a t  f i r s t  a p p e a r s  v iv id  d e t a i l :
T h ey  w e re  a  m e rry  f o l k .  T h ey  d r e s s e d  in  b r ig h t  
c o lo u r s ,  b e in g  n o ta b ly  fo n d  o f  y e llo w  a n d  g r e e n ; b u t 
th e y  s e ld o m  w o re  s h o e s , s in c e  t h e i r  f e e t  h a d  to u g h  
l e a th e r y  s o l e s  a n d  w ere  c la d  i n  a  t h i c k  c u r l in g  h a i r ,  
m uch l i k e  th e  h a i r  o f  t h e i r  h e a d s , w h ic h  w as com m only 
b ro w n . T h u s , th e  o n ly  c r a f t  l i t t l e  p r a c t i s e d  am ong th em  
w as s h o e -m a k in g ; b u t  th e y  h a d  lo n g  s k i l l f u l  f i n g e r s  a n d  
c o u ld  m ake m any o th e r  u s e f u l  a n d  c o m e ly  th in g s .  T h e ir  
f a c e s  w e re  a s  a  r u l e  g o o d -n a tu re d  r a t h e r  th a n  b e a u t i f u l ,  
b ro a d , b r ig h t - e y e d ,  r e d -c h e e k e d , w ith  m o u th s  a p t  to  
l a u g h te r ,  a n d  t o  e a t in g  a n d  d r in k i n g .  A nd la u g h  th e y  
d id ,  a n d  e a t ,  a n d  d r in k ,  o f te n  h e a r t i l y ,  b e in g  fo n d  o f  
s im p le  j e s t s  a t  a l l  t im e s , a n d  o f  s i x  m e a ls  a  d a y  (w hen  
th e y  c o u ld  g e t  th e m ) .7
T h o se  h o b b i t  a t t r i b u t e s ,  a p p a r e n t ly  s t r a ig h t f o r w a r d  a t  
f i r s t  g la n c e , t u r n  o u t  t o  b e  a s  " r a m if y in g "  a s  t h e i r  c o n ­
v o lu te d  tu n n e l s .  I n d e e d , h o b b its  p ro v e  n o t  o n ly  co m p le x  b u t  
c o n t r a d ic to r y  c r e a t u r e s .  One w o u ld  th in k  th o s e  b r ig h t  
y e llo w s  a n d  g r e e n s  w o u ld  m ake th em  c o l o r f u l ,  b u t  h o b b its  on  
c lo s e r  in s p e c t io n  tu r n  o u t to  b e  " u n o b tr u s iv e ."  One w o u ld  
e x p e c t c u r ly  b ro w n  h a i r  on  f e e t  a s  w e l l  a s  h e a d s  to  s u g g e s t 
a  c e r t a in  h a i r i n e s s  am ong h o b b i ts ,  y e t ,  e x c e p t f o r  th e  
"dow n" o n  th e  c h in s  o f  th e  s c a r c e  S to o r s ,  n o  h o b b it  h a s  ".any 
t r a c e  o f  a  b e a r d ." One m ig h t fro m  th e  d e s c r i p t i o n  g u e s s
h o b b i ts  to  b e  p e a c e a b le , p a s s iv e  c r e a t u r e s ,  y e t  th e y  p ro v e  
" c u r io u s ly  to u g h ,"  " d o u g h ty  a t  b a y ."  A nd s h o u ld  o n e  in c l in e  
to  th in k  th e m , o n  th e  b a s i s  o f  t h e i r  e a t i n g  h a b i t s ,  t o  b e  
p o r t l y ,  a g a in  o n e  m u s t t h in k  a g a in : th e y  a r e  " l e s s  s t o u t
a n d  s to c k y "  th a n  d w a rv e s . N o te  th e  h e d g in g  e v e n  on  s u c h  a  
m e a s u ra b le  m a tte r  a s  h e i g h t ,  w h ic h  f o r  h o b b i ts  r a n g e s  
" b e tw e e n  tw o a n d  f o u r  f e e t  o f  o u r  m e a s u re . T h e y  s e ld o m  now 
r e a c h  th r e e  f e e t ;  b u t  th e y  h a v e  d w in d le d , th e y  s a y , a n d  in  
a n c i e n t  d a y s  th e y  w e re  t a l l e r .  "8  A ll  o f  w h ic h  m a n a g e s  to  
seem  som ehow  p r e c i s e  w h ile  a llo w in g  th e  r e a d e r  a  o n e  h u n d re d  
p e r  c e n t  v a r i a t i o n  in  h o b b i t  h e ig h t .
I  p ro p o s e , o n  th e  b a s i s  o f  t h i s  d i s c o n c e r t i n g ly  d iv e r s e  
a r r a y  o f  a p p a r e n t ly  p r e c i s e  h o b b it  s t a t i s t i c s ,  t h a t  T o lk ie n  
i s  i n v i t i n g  u s  t o  m ake o f  h o b b its  w h a t we w i l l .  N o t t h a t  h e  
a llo w s  th e  i n v i t a t i o n  to  b eco m e so  n e b u lo u s  a s  t o  b e  u n ­
c o m p e llin g . T h o u g h  th e r e  i s  l i t t l e  b e tw e e n  b u t  ro o m  f o r  th e  
im a g in a tio n , th e  h o b b i t 's  c u r ly - h a i r e d  f e e t  a n d  p ip e -  
p u c k e re d  s m ile  p r o v id e  a  p r o v o c a t iv e ly  c o n c r e te  i n v i t a t i o n  
to  s p e c u la t io n . T o lk ie n  t a k e s  u s  in to  h i s  c r e a t i o n  j u s t  f a r  
e n o u g h  to  e n t ic e  u s  to  g o  d e e p e r  on  o u r ow n.
To t e s t  th e  s u c c e s s  o f  t h a t  i n v i t a t i o n a l  te c h n iq u e  in  
p ro v o k in g  in d iv id u a l  r e s p o n s e , I  t r i e d  a  s im p le  e x p e r im e n t.
I  a s k e d  e a c h  p e r s o n  in  t h r e e  d i f f e r e n t  g ro u p s  o f  T o lk ie n  
a d m ir e r s — a  l a d i e s ' r e a d in g  c i r c l e ,  a  s e m in a r  o f  s e n io r  
E n g l is h  m a jo rs , a n d  a n  a r e n a  f u l l  o f  r a b id  T o lk ie n  f a n s —  
to  d raw  a  p ic tu r e  o f  a  h o b b i t .  T he r e s u l t s  w e re  d r a m a tic . 
E v e n  th o u g h  th e  h o b b i t  i s  T o l k ie n 's  b e s t  know n a n d  m o s t 
th o ro u g h ly  d e l in e a te d  c h a r a c t e r ,  e v e n  th o u g h  a l l  th e  r e s ­
p o n d e n ts  w ere  th o r o u g h ly  f a m i l i a r  w ith  t h a t  d e l i n e a t i o n ,  an d  
e v e n  a f t e r  d r a s t i c  a llo w a n c e s  f o r  q u e s t io n a b le  a r t i s t i c  
a b i l i t i e s ,  th e  d ra w in g s  c o n f irm e d  e m p h a tic a lly  t h a t  d i f f e r ­
e n t  r e a d e r s  v ie w  T o l k i e n 's  h o b b i t  v e ry  d i f f e r e n t l y .
A b o u t a  t h i r d  o f  th e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  d re w  h o b b i t s  t h a t  
lo o k e d  l i k e  m en— h a i r y  f o o t e d ,  to  b e  s u r e ,  a n d  d im in u t iv e , 
b u t  u n m is ta k e a b ly  m en: " u s ,"  a s  one c o m m e n ta to r s u g g e s te d ,
" o n  a  s m a l le r , f u r r i e r  p l a n e ."  E ven  am ong th o s e  w ho s h a r e d  
th e  id e a  o f  h o b b its  a s  m en , h o w e v e r, th e r e  se e m e d  to  b e  a  
v a s t  ra n g e  o f  v ie w p o in ts  a s  t o  j u s t  w h a t s o r t  o f  m en th e y  may 
b e . T he' m a jo r ity  p i c t u r e d  T o l k ie n 's  h e ro e s  a s  te n d in g  to  
m id d le -a g e  s p re a d s  a n d  m id d le - c la s s  p l a c i d i t y ,  b u t  th e r e  
w e re  in t r i g u in g  e x tre m e s  r a n g in g  fro m  b o w le r - h a t te d  B r i t i s h  
b u s in e s s m e n  ty p e s  t o  th e  s e a m ie s t  s o r t  o f  h o b o .
A n o th e r t h i r d  o f  e a c h  o f  th e  sa m p le  g ro u p s  v ie w e d  
h o b b its  a s  b o y s , t h e i r  p e r s p e c t iv e s  c o n t r a s t i n g  w ith  th e  
h o b b it- a s -m a n  p i c t u r e s  i n  e x u b e ra n c e  o f  e x p r e s s io n ,  s u r ­
p r i s i n g  th in n e s s  o f  fo r m , a n d  a  P e te r  P a n  a i r  o f  i n s i s t e n t  
im m a tu r ity . B u t a s  w ith  th e  m a n n ish  h o b b i t s ,  th e  c a te g o r y  
w as a  s p e c tru m  r a t h e r  th a n  a  p ig e o n h o le : a p p a r e n t  a g e s  am ong
h o b b its - a s - b o y s , f o r  e x a m p le , ra n g e d  fro m  e ig h te e n  y e a r s  
dow n to  no  m ore th a n  t h r e e .
T he h o b b it  d ra w in g s  o f  th e  o th e r  t h i r d  o f  e a c h  g ro u p  
w e re  d e c id e d ly  e l v i s h .  P a r t l y  th e  f a i r y  q u a l i t y  w as a  
m a tte r  o f  c lo th e s .  B u t th e  e l v i s h  te n d e n c y  e x te n d e d  b e y o n d  
p o in te d  h a ts  to  p o in te d  e a r s  a n d  am p le  b e a r d s  u p o n  o v e r ­
s i z e d  h e a d s , c r e a t i n g  a  g ro u p  o f  h o b b its  r a n g in g  in  a p p e a r ­
a n c e  fro m  R u m p le s t i l t s k in  t o  S a n ta  C la u s 's  h e l p e r s .  Some 
d ra w in g s  p u s h e d  th e  n o n -h u m a n  q u a l i t i e s  o f  h o b b i ts  e v e n  
f u r t h e r ;  a n  o c c a s s io n a l  h o b b i t  lo o k e d  v e ry  m uch l i k e  a  
r a b b i t .
S h o u ld  y o u  s u s p e c t  th o s e  d if f e r e n c e s  am ong h o b b i t s - a s -  
e l v e s ,  h o b b i ts - a s - b o y s , a n d  h o b b its - a s - m e n  to  r e s u l t  fro m  
la c k  o f  s k i l l  in  d ra w in g , y o u  m ig h t c o n t r a s t  th e  R o b e r t J .
L ee h o b b it-m e n  w ith  B a r b a r a  R e m in g to n 's  h o b b it- b o y s  w ith
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D a v id  L e v in e 's  e l v i s h  h o b b i t s .9 P a u lin e  B a y n e s , th e  m o st 
f r e q u e n t  i l l u s t r a t o r  o f  th e  h o b b it ,  a c k n o w le d g e s  th e  
c h a l le n g e  o f  th e  c r e a t u r e 's  a m b ig u ity  b y  d ra w in g  h e r  c a le n ­
d a r  h o b b its  w ith  n o n c o m m ita l b a c k s  to  u s . F o r  th e  c o n c lu -  
  s iv e  i l l u s t r a t i o n ,  c h e c k  a n  o r ig i n a l  A lle n  a n d  U nw in e d i t io n  
o f  T he H o b b it, i l l u s t r a t e d  b y  T o lk ie n  h im s e lf ,  w h e re  y o u  c a n  
o b s e rv e  h i s  b o y -e lf - p e r h a p s - s m a ll-m e n  h o b b i ts ,  to o  t i n y  ( o r  
b lo w n  u p , to o  v a g u e )  f o r  th e  d is c e rn m e n t o f  a n y  d e f i n i t i v e  
c h a r a c te r iz in g  d e t a i l .
T he i n s i s t e n t  a m b ig u ity  o f  T o lk ie n 's  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  o f  
h i s  h o b b it im p lie s  t h a t  th e  v a g u e s t o f  th e  e x p e r im e n ta l , 
d ra w in g s , p a r t i c u l a r l y  th o s e  t h a t  seem  d e l i b e r a t e l y  v a g u e , 
may b e  th e  m o s t s i g n i f i c a n t .  C o n s id e r , f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  th e  
h o b b it  d raw n  in  c l e a r  o u t l i n e ,  w ith  m a rk e d ly  f u r r y  f e e t ,  
b u t ,  b e n e a th  a  b a d ly  n e e d e d  h a i r c u t ,  a  b la n k  f a c e .  A n o th e r 
v e r s io n  o f  th e  h o b b it  h a d  o n ly  a  n o s e — no  p e r s o n a l i t y ­
d e f in in g  e y e s  n o r  m o u th . Som e d ra w in g s  sh o w ed  h o b b its  
w a lk in g  aw ay , B a y n e s - f a s h io n , i n  s u c h  a  m an n er t h a t  th e  
f e a t u r e s  w ere im p o s s ib le  to  d is c e r n , a n d  som e— d e s p i t e  my 
e m p h a tic  r e q u e s t  t h a t  th e  h o b b its  b e  d raw n  la r g e  s o  th e  d e ­
t a i l  c o u ld  b e  o b s e r v e d — w e re  l e s s  th a n  a n  in c h  h ig h .
O th e r T o lk ie n  f a n s  w e re  s t i l l  m ore e x p l i c i t  a b o u t th e  
im p o s s ib i l i ty  o f  c a p tu r in g  th e  h o b b it e s s e n c e  i n  a  p i c tu r e .  
One p e rs o n  i n s i s t e d ,  " I  c o u ld n 't  show  y o u  w h a t a  h o b b it  
lo o k s  l i k e ,  I  c o u ld  t e l l  y o u  w h a t one w a s n 't .  N one o f  th e  
p i c tu r e s  I  h a v e  s e e n  com e c lo s e  to  my v a g u e  i l l u s i o n s ."  And 
s t i l l  a n o th e r  m u c h -e ra s e d  a n d  p ic tu r e l e s s  p a g e  m u s t s u f f ic e  
t o  r e p r e s e n t  th e -m a n y  w ho r e f u s e d  to  a tte m p t a  d ra w in g  a t  
a l l ,  o f te n ; w ith  a  v e h em en c e  w h ic h  in tim a te d  I  w as p ro f a n in g  
s o m e th in g  s a c re d  b y  th e  v e ry  r e q u e s t  to  im p r is o n  a  h o b b it  on 
p a p e rs
I  th in k  a n y  p i c tu r e  o f  a  h o b b it a n y o n e  c o u ld  d raw  
w o u ld  b e  a  c r im e , b e c a u s e  h e  i s  a  c r e a tu r e  d e s ig n e d  to  
l i v e  i n  th e  im a g in a tio n . T he o n ly  w ay h e  c a n  b e  s u c c e s s ­
f u l l y  d e p ic te d  i s  o u t l in e d  in  w o rd s a s  th e  a u th o r  h a s  
a lr e a d y  d o n e .
B e a r in  m ind t h a t  th e  c r e a to r s  o f  th e s e  d iv e r g e n t  p e r ­
s p e c t iv e s  o f  T o lk ie n 's  h e ro  w e re  n o t n o v ic e s  i n  M id d le -e a r th  
l o r e . In  re s p o n s e  t o  my b a l l o t —
I n d ic a te  y o u r r e a c t i o n  to  T he L o rd  o f  th e  R in g s  by  
c i r c l i n g  o n e :
Among b e s t  te n /R e re a d a b le /R e c o m m e n d a b le /O K /
U n f in is h a b le /N a u s e a tin g  b o o k s I 'v e  r e a d
— tw o p e r c e n t c o n s id e r e d  i t  "Re com m endab le, "  T h i r ty - s e v e n  
p e r c e n t  " R e re a d a b le , "  a n d  a  s tu n n in g  s ix ty - o n e  p e r c e n t  
th o u g h t i t  "Among b e s t  te n  b o o k s  I 'v e  r e a d ."  T h e s e  a r e  
f a n s — T o lk ie n  e x p e r t s .  F rom  my ro u g h  e s t im a te s  b a s e d  on 
r a i s e d  h a n d s , fe w e r th a n  h a l f  o f  th e  r e s p o n d e n ts  h a d  r e a d  
T h e L o rd  o f  th e  R in g s  o n ly  o n c e , an d  a  s iz e a b le  g ro u p  h a d  
r e a d  i t  a  h a lf - d o z e n  t im e s . T h e se  a r e  p e o p le  w ho know  
h o b b its  a b o u t a s  w e ll a s  th e y  c a n  b e  know n fro m  th e  p a g e s  o f  
T h e H o b b it a n d  T he L o rd  o f  th e  R in g s . Y e t th e y  know  them  
v e r y  d i f f e r e n t l y .
T he c lo s e s t  th in g  to  a  common d e n o m in a to r am ong th e  
h o b b it  d ra w in g s  w as f u r r y  f e e t .  B u t e v e n  t h i s  h a llm a rk  o f  
h o b b itd o m  w as n o t  u n iv e r s a l ;  a  fe w  h o b b its  w o re  s h o e s . I  
c o n s id e re d  e x i l i n g  s h o e d  h o b b its  on th e  g ro u n d s  t h a t  th e y  
r e p r e s e n te d  i n s u f f i c i e n t  k n o w le d g e  o f  T o lk ie n 's  d e s c r ip t io n ,  
u n t i l  I  lo o k e d  a g a in  a t  h i s  a c t u a l  s ta te m e n t o n  th e  s t a t e  
o f  h o b b it  fo o tw e a r : "T h ey  se ld o m  w ore s h o e s ." 1 0 F rom  th e
s o le s  o f  h is  l e a th e r y  f e e t  to  th e  crow n  o f  h i s  c u r ly - h a i r e d  
h e a d , " T o lk ie n 's  h o b b it  a s  r e v e a le d  in  th e s e  d ra w in g s  w as 
c a p a b le  o f  in c r e d ib le  in d iv id u a t io n — in  p h y s iq u e , I n  a g e , in  
s o c i a l  s t a t u s ,  in  i n t e l l i g e n c e ,  in  d i s p o s i t i o n ,  I n  v i r t u a l l y  
e v e r y  w ay . T he h o b b it  f u n c tio n e d  f o r  th e s e  r e a d e r s  r a t h e r  
l i k e  a  l i t e r a r y  Ro rs h a c h  b l o t .  I
I  c o n c lu d e  t h a t  J .R .R . T o lk ie n  h a s  w ith  im p r e s s iv e  
s u c c e s s  c r e a te d  a  c h a r a c te r  w hose v iv id ly  o u t l i n e d  in co m ­
p le te n e s s  lu r e s  th e  r e a d e r  i n to  d i r e c t  in v o lv e m e n t i n  th e  
c r e a t iv e  p r o c e s s . T h e h o b b it  com es a l iv e  i n  th e  r e a d e r 's  
im a g in a tio n  b e c a u s e  h i s  c o n c r e te  em b o d im en t d e p e n d s  upo n  th e  
r e a d e r .  T h a t r e a d e r  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i s  e s s e n t i a l  n o t  o n ly  in  
T o lk ie n 's  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  b u t  in  h i s  n a r r a t i v e ;  in d e e d , in  
h i s  e n t i r e  f i c t i v e  w o r ld . M id d le -e a r th  a s  a n  a r t i s t i c
l o c a l e  h a s  b e e n  m uch p r a is e d  f o r  i t s  c o n c r e te n e s s :  " E v e ry ­
o n e  w ho r e a d s  th e s e  w o rk s f e e l s  th e  p re s e n c e  o f  a  p o s s ib le  
c u l t u r e , " 11  T he in t r i g u in g  th in g  i s  t h a t  in d iv id u a l  r e a d e r s  
a x e  s o  s o ld  on  th e  p r e c is e  n a tu r e  r f  t h a t  c u l tu r e  th e y  f a i l  
t o  n o t ic e  th e  g e n e r a l  d is a g r e e m e n t a b o u t j u s t  w h a t i t  i s .
One c r i t i c  a s s u r e s  u s , " M id d le - e a r th  i s  s u r p r i s in g ly  f i x e d  
. . . th e  S h i r e ,  th e  r i c h  E n g l is h  M id la n d s  n e a r  B irm in g h a m ,"  
w h e re a s  a n o th e r  i n s i s t s  w ith  e q u a l c e r t a i n t y  t h a t  th e  t a l e  
" d o e s  n o t  ta k e  p la c e  in  E n g la n d . "1 2  O th e r r e a d e r s  f i n d  in  
T o l k ie n 's  c r e a t io n  " e x a c t ly  th e  sam e g e o g ra p h ic a l r e l a t i o n ­
s h ip "  a s  " th e  a r e a  o f  th e  e p ic s  i n  m id d le  w e s te rn  E u ro p e , 
p e rh a p s  F r a n c e ,"  " c o n s id e r a b le  ru g g e d  S c a n d a n a v ia n  t e r r a i n , "  
a  " r e a l "  s i m i l a r i t y  to  " th e  C o lo ra d o  m o u n ta in s  w h ere  I
l i v e . " 1 3
T o l k ie n 's  o p e n en d e d  f i c t i v e  te c h n iq u e  m ig h t a c c o u n t f o r  
n e g a t iv e  r e s p o n s e s  to  T he L o rd  o f  th e  R in g s  a s  w e ll a s  f o r  
d iv e r g e n c ie s  am ong p o s i t iv e  r e s p o n s e s .  T h e re  may w e ll  b e  
r e a d e r s ,  a n d  v e ry  g o o d  o n e s , who f e e l  t h a t  T o lk ie n , i n  
l e a v in g  h i s  c r e a t io n  in c o m p le te , h a s  s l i g h t e d  th e  w o rk  o f  
th e  a r t i s t .  T h e re  may b e  th o s e  w ho r e g r e t  w h a t th e y  v ie w  a s  
th e  s u p e r f i c i a l i t y  o f  th e  w o rk , who s e e  i t  a s  Edm und W ilso n  
s e e s  S a u r o n 's  l i d l e s s  e y e — n o t  a  h a u n tin g ly  e v o c a tiv e  
s u g g e s tio n  o f  r e a d e r - im a g in e d  e v i l ,  b u t  a  g ra p h ic  i n a b i l i t y  
t o  c r e a t e  a  h e a d , l e t  a lo n e  a  b o d y .1 4  T h e re  may b e  th o s e ,  
i n  s h o r t ,  who v ie w  T o lk ie n 's  i n v i t a t i o n  to  r e a d e r  im a g in a ­
t i o n  a s  a  f a i l u r e  o f  T o lk ie n 's  im a g in a tio n .
B u t I  th in k  T o lk ie n , i n  d e m a n d in g  t h a t  h i s  r e a d e r s  
p a r t i c i p a t e  w ith  h im  in  th e  c r e a t i v e  p r o c e s s , h a s  d o n e  th e  
b e s t  t h in g  a  w r i t e r  o f  f i c t i o n  c a n  d o . F o r th o s e  w ho a r e  
a b le  t o  in v o lv e  th e m s e lv e s  i n  th e  w o rk , T o lk ie n 's  i n s i s t e n c e  
on  r e a d e r  c r e a t io n  a c c o u n ts  f o r  th e  m o st a t t r a c t i v e  q u a l i t y  
o f  T he L o rd  o f  th e  R in g s : b e c a u s e  i t  i s  to  s u c h  a  l a r g e
e x te n t  r e a d e r - c r e a te d ,  t h i s  w e ird  f i c t i o n  p a r ta k e s  o f  th e  
q u a l i t y  o f  r e a l  e x p e r ie n c e . T h u s i t  i s  t h a t  T o lk ie n  a d d ic t s  
re m a rk  s o  f r e q u e n t ly  t h a t  th e y  cam e b a c k  to  M id d le - e a r th , i n  
T he H o b b it, T he L o rd  o f  th e  R in g s , o r  s im p ly  in  d a y d re a m s, 
a s  to  a n  o ld  m em ory. To com e to  M id d le -e a r th  i s  to  com e 
m ore in t e n s e ly  a n d  a t  th e  sam e tim e  m ore o b je c t iv e ly  t o  
o n e 's  own d e e p e s t  p e r c e p t io n s  o f  l i f e .
T o lk ie n  a c t iv e ly  d e m o n s tr a te s  i n  h i s  f i c t i o n  h i s  f a i t h  
i n  th e  p o w e rs  o f  hum an im a g in a tio n .
T h e r a d ic a l  d i s t i n c t i o n  b e tw e e n  a l l  a r t  ( in c lu d in g  
d ra m a ) t h a t  o f f e r s  a  v i s i b l e  p r e s e n ta t io n  a n d  t r u e  
l i t e r a t u r e  i s  t h a t  i t  Im p o se s  o n e  v i s ib l e  fo rm . 
L i t e r a tu r e  w o rk s fro m  m in d  to  m ind a n d  i s  th u s  
m ore p r o g e n i t iv e .  I t  i s  a t  o n c e  m ore u n iv e r s a l  a n d  
m ore p o ig n a n tly  p a r t i c u l a r .  I f  i t  s p e a k s  o f  b r e a d  
o r  w in e  o r  s to n e  o r  t r e e , i t  a p p e a ls  to  th e  w h o le  
o f  th e s e  th in g s , t o  t h e i r  id e a s ;  y e t  e a c h  h e a r e r  
w i l l  g iv e  to  th em  a  p e c u l i a r  p e r s o n a l em b o d im en t 
in  h i s  im a g in a tio n . 15
T o l k ie n 's  f i c t i o n  a t te m p ts  a  " p e c u l ia r  p e r s o n a l e m b o d i­
m e n t"  i n  th e  r e a d e r 's  im a g in a tio n . Among th e s e  r e a d e r s  f o r  
whom i t  w o rk s , i t  w o rk s im p r e s s iv e ly  w e ll .  B ec a u se  i t  
r e q u i r e s  e x e r c i s e  o f  th e  im a g in a t io n , i t  re s p o n d s  w ith  
u n u s u a l s e n s i t i v i t y  to  r e a d e r  a w a r e n e s s . I t  a ls o  e x p a n d s  
t h a t  a w a r e n e s s . T he f i c t i o n  o f  J .R .R . T o lk ie n , l i k e  th e  
m a g ic  m ir r o r  o f  h is  E lf -q u e e n  G a la d r ie l ,  p ro v id e s  a n  a lm o s t 
i n f i n i t e  I n v i t a t i o n  to  p e r s o n a l  im a g in a tio n : "w h a t y o u  w i l l
s e e ,  i f  y o u  le a v e  th e  M irro r  f r e e  to  w o rk , I  c a n n o t t e l l .
F o r i t  sh o w s th in g s  t h a t  w e re , a n d  th in g s  t h a t  a r e ,  a n d  
th in g s  t h a t  y e t  may b e . "16
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coffee-tim e on Sunday a fter  mid-day communion:
B e fo r e  th e  s e r v i c e  w as o v e r — one c o u ld  w ish  
t h e s e  th in g s  came more s e a s o n a b ly — I  was 
s t r u c k  by  an id e a  f o r  a  book w hich I  th in k  
m ig h t be b o th  u s e f u l  and e n t e r t a in in g .  I t  
w ou ld  be c a l l e d  A s  O n e  D e v i l  to  A n o th e r  and  
w ould  c o n s i s t  o f  l e t t e r s  from  an e l d e r l y  r e ­
t i r e d  d e v i l  to  a  young d e v i l  who h a s  j u s t  
s t a r t e d  work on h i s  f i r s t  ' p a t i e n t . ' The id e a  
w ould  be to  g iv e  a l l  th e  p sy c h o lo g y  o f  tem p t­
a t i o n  from  th e  o th e r  p o in t  o f  v ie w . . . . e .  g..
A bout underm in ing  h i s  f a i t h  in  p r a y e r , I  d o n 't  
th in k  you  need  h ave  an y  d i f f i c u l t y  w ith  h i s  
i n t e l l e c t ,  p r o v id e d  you  n e v e r  sa y  th e  wrong  
th in g  a t ' t h e  wrong moment. A f te r  a l l ,  th e  Ene­
my w i l l  e i t h e r  a n sw er h i s  p r a y e r s  or  n o t .  I f  
h e d o es  n o t,  th en  t h a t ' s  s im p le — i t  show s 
p r a y e r s  are  no g o o d . I f  He d o e s .—I ' v e  a lw a y s  
fo u n d  t h a t ,  .o d d ly  en o u g h , t h i s  can  be j u s t  a s  
e a s i l y  u t i l i s e d .  I t  n e e d s  o n ly  a word from  
y o u  t o  make him b e l i e v e  t h a t  th e  v e r y  f a c t  o f  
f e e l i n g  more p a t i e n t  a f t e r  h e ' s  p rayed  f o r  
p a t ie n c e  w i l l  be ta k e n  a s  a  p r o o f  t h a t  p r a y e r  
i s  a  k in d  o f  s e l f - h y p n o s i s .  Or i f  i t  i s  a n s ­
w ered  by  some e x t e r n a l  e v e n t ,  th en  s i n c e  t h a t  
e v e n t  w i l l  have c a u s e s  w h ich  you can  p o in t  t o ,  
h e  can  be p ersu a d ed  t h a t  i t  w ould have hap­
p en ed  anyway. You s e e  th e  id e a ?  P ra y er  can  
a lw a y s  be d i s c r e d i t e d  e i t h e r  b ecau se  i t  w orks 
o r  b eca u se  i t  d o e s n ' t . . . . I n  a t t a c k in g  f a i t h ,  I  • 
sh o u ld  be ch ary  o f  argu m en t. A rgum ents o n ly  
p rovok e  an sw ers . What you  want to  work away 
a t  i s  th e  mere u n r e a so n in g  fe e C tn g . t h a t  " th a t  
s o r t  o f  th in g  c a n ' t  r e a l l y  be tr u e ."
In cid en ta lly , Lewis's in sp ira tion  came during a period  
of weather he greatly enjoyed—good wind and driving ra in .Kathryn Lindskoog
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